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Roy Gane Editor’s note: In part one that appeared in January 
2008, the author affi rmed that salvation is by grace 
through faith alone and not by works of the law. 
While keeping God’s law cannot save one who has 
already broken it, a sinner who is saved by faith in 
Christ will bear fruits of obedience in his or her life. 
Such obedience is not legalism. Legalism is misuse 
of the law. One type of misuse prevalent today 
treats God’s Old Testament moral law as legalistic 
and denies accountability to it on the grounds 
that it cannot be kept and need not be kept by 
“new covenant” Christians who believe in Christ’s 
legal work for them. The misuse employs at least 
fi ve different arguments. In part one, the author 
considered the fi rst two—domineering depravity 
and the impossibility of full obedience. The second 
part deals with the other three arguments.  
3. Justifi cation
Is justifi cation by faith only a declaration that 
by faith a sinner stands just before God, or does it 
involve something more?
The terms justify and justifi cation, as used 
in the Bible, are legal metaphors. These and 
accounting metaphors, such as impute and 
reckon, describe a real gift from God that is free 
to all who accept it: Christ’s righteousness in 
place of our sinfulness (Rom. 3:21–24; 2 Cor. 
5:21). Just because salvation transactions are 
described and illustrated through legal and 
accounting metaphors does not mean that the 
transactions themselves are unreal. Christ has 
really gained righteousness for us by bearing the 
culpability for our sins as our Mediator and Priest 
and (unlike Old Testament priests, who only bore 
“culpability”; Lev. 10:17) dying for those sins 
as the ultimate sacrifi cial victim (Heb. 7:25–27; 
9:6–10:22; cf. Isa. 53). 
Fusion of the priestly and victim roles in Christ 
provides substitutionary atonement, which is the 
basis of our salvation. Because He has died in this 
way for us, the deadly wages of sin (Rom. 6:23) 
have reached their target in Him. So if by faith 
we identify with His death by accepting Him as 
our Substitute, we have died to the claims of sin 
that have enslaved our lives and condemned us to 
death, and as He rose again, we are raised to new 
lives (Rom. 6:1–11; cf. 2 Cor. 5:14, 15). Christ’s 
substitution for us is not at all unjust because He 
has a perfect right to grant us a gift, in this case 
the gift of voluntarily dying in our place.
Christ the sinless was treated as if He was a 
sinner that sinners may be treated as if they had 
never sinned. But the substitution is not “as if”:
Christ is actually our Substitute on the basis of 
an accomplished historical event. Therefore, the 
results of His substitution are not “as if”: those 
who believe are actually treated as righteous. This 
is not sterile legal fi ction divorced from reality; 
it is a real, dynamic gift of mercy and grace in 
real life. When God regards those who have 
faith as righteous (Hab. 2:4; Rom. 1:17) or, in 
other words, reckons their faith as righteousness 
belonging to them (Gen. 15:6), His declaration is 
so because His creative Word has made it so on 
the basis of Christ’s substitution for us. 
When God justifi es the ungodly (Rom. 4:5), it 
is not because He is an unjust or deluded judge 
who declares sinners to be something they are 
not (Isa. 5:23; Prov. 17:15; contrast Deut. 25:1; 
1 Kings. 8:32). Rather, the ungodly who believe 
(Rom. 4:5) in the sacrifi ce He has accomplished 
for all sinners are changed by His justifying, so 
that they are reconciled to Him and are no longer 
ungodly (cf. Rom. 5:1–11). Therefore, through 
Christ’s sacrifi ce, God is just when He justifi es 
those who have faith in Jesus (Rom. 3:26). 
The righteousness that God gives on the basis 
of Christ’s sacrifi ce originates with Him alone, 
apart from any human works, but when the 
believers receive this gift, its benefi ts belong to 
them. This justifi cation does not mean that the 
believers are instantly perfected and matured 
in character, but that they are forgiven, have 
turned around to journey with Christ, and possess 
assurance of salvation through having Christ 
(1 John 5:11–13). 
Receiving Christ’s justifi cation and forgiveness, 
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new life in harmony with God (Rom. 
6:1–11; cf. 2 Kings 5:14), has a transform-
ing effect on the human heart. The ruling 
power of sin is broken and the Christian 
serves another, divine Master. The 
transforming effect is partly due to over-
whelming gratitude when we, who are 
so unworthy, are pardoned and accepted 
by God (see Ps. 32:1; Luke 19:5–10). 
But the transforming effect also fl ows 
from a new, dynamic connection to the 
spiritually healing presence of Christ (Gal. 
2:20), who brings “the divine nature” 
(2 Pet. 1:4).1 Justifi cation is received by 
faith, apart from works. But it inevitably 
affects works because the holy divine 
nature is love (1 John 4:8), and therefore, 
faith works through love (Gal. 5:6).2 
Having spir itual ly 
died to sin and risen to 
newness of life in Christ, 
justifi ed Christians, who 
keep on receiving justifi -
cation as they need it day 
by day, become sanctifi ed 
servants of righteousness 
because they are under 
grace rather than the 
condemnation of the law 
(verses 12–23). Sanctifi -
cation is the experience of 
holiness that begins with 
belonging to God at con-
version (1 Cor. 6:11), and 
this holiness grows in love 
as the character is trans-
formed throughout one’s 
lifetime (1 Thess. 3:12, 
13), always powered by God through 
His Spirit (Rom. 5:5; cf. 8:4–27).3 
While justifi cation and sanctifi cation 
are theologically distinct, they are expe-
rientially interlinked from the time of 
conversion. Both have ongoing aspects, 
are essential aspects of salvation, and are 
gifts of God’s grace.4 Like justifi cation, 
sanctifi cation is always, at every stage, 
dependent upon God. This growth in 
holiness and love does not mean that 
Christians need Christ less and less as 
they become better persons in and of 
themselves.5
Scholars are recognizing that while 
Martin Luther emphasized the depth 
of human depravity and denied that 
human beings can do anything to 
merit salvation,6 making “sin great is 
inseparably connected with exalting and 
praising grace.”7 Thus Luther taught that 
depravity is remedied by the powerful 
reality of the justifi cation transaction: 
“When a human being is united with 
God, he or she becomes a participant 
not only in the human but also in the 
divine nature of Christ. . . . 
“Faith, in turn, justifies precisely 
because it ‘takes hold of and possesses’ 
the present Christ.”8 
“According to the Reformer, jus-
tifying faith does not merely signify a 
reception of the forgiveness imputed 
to a human being for the sake of the 
merit of Christ, which is the aspect 
emphasized by the Formula of Concord. 
Faith as real participation in Christ 
means participation in the institution of 
‘blessing, righteousness, and life’ which 
has taken place in Christ. Christ Himself 
is life, righteousness, and blessing, 
because God is all this ‘by nature and in 
substance.’ ”9
Ellen G. White agreed with Luther 
when she wrote: “A soul that depends 
on Christ with the simplicity that a child 
depends upon its mother is justifi ed, for 
it becomes one with the Substitute, who 
was Justifi cation and Redemption. Herein 
is love, that the heart and will are knit 
together in Christ Jesus.”10
On the dynamic and inseparable 
experiential relationship between justify-
ing faith and resultant works (which are 
never part of the basis for justifi cation), 
Luther wrote in his “Preface to the Epistle 
to the Romans”: “Faith . . . is a divine 
work in us which changes us and makes 
us to be born anew of God, John 1 
[:12, 13]. It kills the old Adam and makes 
us altogether different men, in heart and 
spirit and mind and powers; and it brings 
with it the Holy Spirit. 
“Oh, it is a living, busy, active, 
mighty thing, this faith. It is impossible 
for it not to be doing good works inces-
santly. . . . 
“And this is the work which the Holy 
Spirit performs in faith. Because of it, 
without compulsion, a person is ready 
and glad to do good to everyone, to suf-
fer everything, out of love and praise to 
God, who has shown 
him this grace.
“Thus it is impos-
sible to separate works 
from faith, quite as 
impossible as to sepa-
rate heat and light 
from fi re.”11 
However, from the 
Formula of Concord on, 
subsequent revision-
ists lost Luther’s crucial 
cluster of interlinked 
concepts and settled 
for a weaker “gospel” in 
which justifi cation does 
not lay an adequate 
foundation for a life 
of sanctifi cation. John 
MacArthur reacts to 
the result that fl ourishes today: 
“Biblical justifi cation must be ear-
nestly defended on two fronts. Many 
today misuse the doctrine to support 
the view that obedience to God’s moral 
law is optional. This teaching attempts to 
reduce the whole of God’s saving work 
to the declarative act of justifi cation. It 
downplays the spiritual rebirth of regen-
eration (2 Cor. 5:17); it discounts the 
moral effects of the believer’s new heart 
(Eze. 36:26-27); and it makes sanctifi ca-
tion hinge on the believer’s own efforts. 
It tends to treat the forensic element 
of justifi cation—God’s act of declaring 
the believing sinner righteous—as if 
this were the only essential aspect of 
salvation. The inevitable effect of this 
This justification does not 
mean that the believers are 
instantly perfected and matured 
in character, but that they are 
forgiven, have turned around to 
journey with Christ, and possess 
assurance of salvation through 
having Christ (1 John 5:11–13). 
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approach is to turn the grace of God 
into licentiousness (Jude 4). Such a view 
is called antinomianism.”12
4. Old Testament law
Does justifi cation by faith nullify the 
Ten Commandment law of the Old Testa-
ment and establish a new law of love?
Mistakenly viewing God’s Old Testa-
ment moral law (including, but not 
limited to, the Ten Commandments) as 
legalistic, many Christians have thrown 
off their need for accountability to this 
law because they think that adequately 
keeping it is impossible anyway.13 Such 
an approach is attractive because it 
brings an exhilarating feeling of libera-
tion. However, such a position results in 
cheap grace and practical antinomian-
ism masquerading as “righteousness 
by faith” and winds up undermining a 
genuine life of faith. The consequences 
in real lives can be devastating, as many 
can testify.
While Paul clearly separates salvation 
by grace through faith from the invalid 
attempt to gain salvation by one’s own 
works (see Rom. 3:20–28; Gal. 2:16; 
Eph. 2:8, 9), he by no means establishes 
a parallel dichotomy between faith 
working through love (Gal. 5:6) and 
an invalidated body of Old Testament 
moral and ethical law. Rather than 
voiding the OT law through faith, Paul 
establishes the law (Rom. 3:31) and fi nds 
it indispensable as a holy, just, and good 
standard of righteousness and revealer of 
unrighteousness (Rom. 7:7–13; with v. 7 
citing the OT law of Exod. 20:17). Echo-
ing Christ’s affi rmation that all of God’s 
Old Testament revelation is based on 
the principles of love for God and other 
human beings (Matt. 22:37–40), Paul 
expresses the essential unity between OT 
moral law (as exemplifi ed by some of the 
Ten Commandments, which he quotes) 
and love (Rom. 13:8–10).14
Many Christians today nurture 
the notion that God’s Old Testament 
commandments are opposed to our 
assurance of salvation. But although 
these laws can never provide assurance 
for those who have broken them, they 
are an essential part of the process that 
leads to assurance of salvation because 
they reveal God’s will and thereby point 
out the sinner’s need for forgiveness 
through Christ’s sacrifice. Lack of 
knowledge regarding God’s will does 
not enhance solid assurance. Imagine 
how you would feel if you did not 
have the divine law to show what God 
expects of you. Would your ignorance 
give you greater confi dence? Hardly! 
While we have assurance of salvation 
through having Christ (1 John 5:12), it 
is also true that Jesus said: “ ‘If you love 
me, you will keep my commandments’ ” 
(John 14:15, NRSV). It is impossible 
to separate our relationship to Christ 
from obedience to Him because the 
only saving relationship with Him is to 
have Him as our Lord and Master. As 
our Lord, Jesus commands us to “ ‘love 
one another’ ” (John 13:34, NRSV). 
While He renewed this command for 
New Testament Christians and (in the 
same verse) amplifi ed its signifi cance 
by His incomparable example of self-
sacrifi cing love (“just as I have loved 
you”), this principle was at the heart of 
His Old Testament law (Lev. 19:18) and 
summarized many of the more specifi c 
laws (see Matt. 22:39, 40).15 
Love as a summary by no means 
invalidates what was being summarized, 
namely, instructions that show how 
the principle of love is worked out in 
various life circumstances. It is true 
that many examples and applications 
of love in Old Testament laws are 
culturally conditioned to meet the 
needs of an ancient agricultural people, 
but through these examples we can 
see moral subprinciples of love that 
can help us too.16 To disregard these 
subprinciples by considering them as 
obsolete is to willfully compromise 
Christ’s overall principle of love and to 
arrogantly assume that we know how 
to fulfi ll divine love in various situations 
of life without further divine guidance. 
Can love provide an adequate moral 
compass if it is defi ned by modern or 
postmodern subjectivity rather than 
divinely revealed subprinciples?17
5. Judgment
Finally, does a pre-Advent judgment 
negate salvation by grace through faith?
God’s judgment by no means neu-
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The pre-Advent, demonstrative phase of 
the judgment process is not about who 
has sinned, for all have sinned (Rom. 
3:23). Rather, it is about those who have 
been and remain forgiven, “securely 
established and steadfast in the faith, 
without shifting from the hope promised 
by the gospel that you heard” (Col. 1:23, 
NRSV). The judgment is investigative, 
but not in the sense that it is for God’s 
own information, for He already knows 
everything (Isa. 46:9, 10; Luke 16:15). 
Rather, records of works (e.g., Dan. 
7:10) serve as evidence of human faith 
(or lack thereof) that can be investigated 
and witnessed by God’s created beings, 
who cannot read thoughts of faith.18 
For God’s faithful people, the judgment 
is for their benefi t (v. 22) as an essential 
and concluding part of their salvation. 
It vindicates them as the ones who are 
truly loyal to God and the rightful heirs 
of His kingdom, against the claims of 
rebels who oppress them (see the larger 
context of Daniel 7). The judgment 
demonstrates that God is just when He 
justifi es the right people: those who have 
faith in Jesus (Rom. 3:26).
A faithful Christian who has made a 
covenant with God by Christ’s sacrifi ce 
(cf. Ps. 50:3–6) and has a balanced, 
biblical view of sin, justifi cation, and 
obedience will not have an unhealthy 
fear of the demonstrative phase of God’s 
judgment before Christ’s second advent, 
which involves consideration of works 
(Eccles. 12:14) as evidence for living faith 
that is “working through love” (Gal. 5:6, 
NRSV; cf. James 2:26).19 
For those who think they must or 
can go on continually sinning until the 
second coming of Christ, salvation and 
accountability to God for victory over 
committing sins are mutually exclusive. 
So to retain assurance of salvation, they 
must deny the judgment and the time 
prophecies of Daniel 7–9 that support 
its pre-Advent context.20 Because Ellen 
G. White strongly believed in the pre-
Advent judgment as a pillar of distinctive 
Seventh-day Adventist teaching,21 they 
must also deny the special nature of her 
ministry.22
The true gospel and the pre-Advent 
judgment are inextricably l inked 
(cf. Rev. 14:6, 7, NRSV: “an eternal 
gospel . . . ‘the hour of his judgment 
has come’ ”).23 Throwing out the judg-
ment and accountability to God’s law is 
not a sign of a higher level of faith and 
gospel assurance; it is symptomatic of 
a perversion of the gospel. Paul spoke 
of “the day when, according to my 
gospel, God, through Jesus Christ, will 
judge the secret thoughts of all” (Rom. 
2:16, NRSV). Lest anyone think this 
doesn’t apply to born-again Christians, 
he affi rmed that “we will all stand before 
the judgment seat of God” (Rom. 14:10, 
NRSV).24
Conclusion
Salvation by grace through faith in 
Christ and His once-for-all sacrifi ce is the 
greatest gift we can ever receive. How-
ever, we have found that an unbalanced, 
unbiblical approach to “righteousness by 
faith” is based on a legalistic approach to 
God’s law and has a theological domino 
effect with far-reaching implications. By 
accepting all of the biblical evidence, 
we can enjoy a balanced understanding 
and solid assurance based on Christ, our 
Lord. 
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